To the pr&nt school of historians who are cultivating so assiduously and with such fruitful results the fertile field of southwestern history, the activities of John Xantus in California and Mexico during the late fifties and early sixties seem to be but little known, or at least until quite recently they have been the source of but casual interest. This may be the result of the historical scholar' s congenital disraste for natural history, in which field Xantus' American reputation is known to have been won, or it may be attributed to the superlative rarity of the two Hungarian books containing the only published account of his American experiences. The fact that these scarce books are printed in the most difficult of all European languages, and that efforts have only recently been made to render parts of them into English, may further account for the almost mythical nature of the Xantus tradition on this side of the Atlantic.
The letters, 37 in number, are addressed to members of his immediate family, chiefly to his mother, and are dated from various points extending from New Orleans and the Gulf to Iowa, and from the Indian infested frontier on the great plains to New York City, and the collection ends with four letters from California. The period covered is from December 1, 1852, to July 5, 1857. They constitute an intimate and lively running account of daily routine, itinerary, comments on flora and fauna, and voluminous ethnological notes. While an abounding enthusiasm for natural history, as well as for everything connected with Indian life, is often enough indicated, his more intimate experiences with rare birds and other animals known to have been collected by him are almost entirely lacking. He mentions more than once his serious intention of publishing in New York or Philadelphia a treatise on the plains Indians, and indeed his careful accumulation of material to this end warranted such an undertaking, though nothing came of it.
The only letter of this collection that has thus far been translated has recently been published in the Quarterly of the Southern California Historical Society, and its extreme interest has led the writer to strenuous effort to ascertain the contents of all the others in the volume. To the generous cou.rtesy and scholarship of Dr. Josephine von Karman, a cultured Hungarian lady now resident in Pasadena, we are greatly indebted for the translation which hs furnished most of the matter for the following brief account. It may be said parenthetically at this point that the printing of the correspondence in this form was so displeasing to Xantus that he went to the length of explaining the matter in the preface of his second book, the Utazas, published in 1860. Thus he says:
A. few months ago a book was published by the firm of Lauffer and Smlp of Pest titled "The Letters of John Xantus from North Amerioa." The greater part of it, i.e. the letters, were not meant for the general public. I did aceeed to the publication of these letters under certain conditions, but these conditions were not properly eomalied with... . The publishers. not knowing my set conditions for the publication of the first work, boGht the manuscript ani published it in all good f&h.
A later agreement with me gave them full publishers' rights.
The matter after all may have had more of a financial significance than any other.
Late in 1852 Xantus had joined a party of privately employed engineers engaged in a preliminary survey for a railroad route contemplated to extend from St. Louis, Missouri, to the Pacific Coast in California. Work was begun about 150 miles west of the Missouri line and continued on to some point in the wilderness of western Nebraska, when severe winter conditions and a shortage of supplies made it neceesary for a relief party to be sent ahead to Fort Laramie. Acting in the capacity of topographer-draughtsman, in charge of the commissary and of hunting operations, he was given command of this party of thirty or more men. A somewhat confused and quite puzzling account of his difficulties in reaching the Fort seems to indicate that he had continued on to Oregon and Fort Vancouver, but this reflects merely a hazy knowledge of western distances and geography which led him to see in the shorter journey all the far western landmarks he had doubtless heard much about.
In his last communication from Fort Laramie, dated January 4, 1853, he states that the plans of the railroad company had undergone a radical change and that the surveying party to which he was attached had been given another objective. They were ordered to travel south and then southeast "through territory not before explored by white men and to reach Fort Washita, on the Red River of Texas, in about a month, from which point the road to Salt Lake was to be surveyed." The journey was evidently accomplished on schedule, though the company' s plans undergoing still further changes the party was directed to report to New Orleans and await orders. His casual reference further along in the correspondence to his having been in New Mexico and Utah cannot refer to this period of his travels, nor can the dates of such a visit be placed by any known writing by or about Xantus.
,While marking time in the southern city he gave serious and thoughtful consideration to an offer made him at the time of his arrival there to join an extensive scientific exploration of Central and South America and the Pacific coast under the joint auspices of the British Museum, the Paris Aoadfemy, and the New York Natural History Society. Twenty countries were to be explored and surveyed, and this was considered by him to be a wonderful opportunity to assemble large and representative collections for the National Museum in Budapest He had doubtless been led to this insular collecting ground through shooting and observing birds on the mainland coast some 92 miles northeast, as repeated reference is made to visits in the region of Biloxi, Mississippi. The destination of the birds collected during this period is not disclosed, though they were probably sent to Europe, since there is no evidence that he had yet entered into correspondence with either the Smithsonian Institution or the Philadelphia Academy.
On his return to New Orleans from the island early in the summer he decided suddenly on a visit to the Hungarian settlements in south-central Iowa where, in the neighborhood of Decatur, many of his fellow exiles had accepted grants of land from the Government. No incidents of the voyage up the Mississippi to St. Louis are recounted; but at that point, instead of continuing on by boat to Burlington, Iowa, as contemplated, his impatience resolved him to buy a horse and proceed directly overland "straight through the prairies." It may he inferred that this decision was reached through a desire to resume under favorable and aely different conditions his recently interrupted collecting of birds. While there is no specific reference to substantiate this inference, a full aocount of his adventures includes mention of the excellent hunting in several regions traversed.
After spending several months in the congenial company of his m,any Hungarian friends scattered throughout southern Iowa, during which time his financial reserve was reaching a low level, he expressed the hope that his work of surveying the boundaries of Kansas would start "next month," that is, in December, 1854. This was evidently the time of his decision to seek employment in one of the several Government surveys then in the field, though in no place throughout his entire correspondence does he confide to his people that he was foe to the expediency of enlistment in the United States army. At this point there follows a gap of about four months in his letters, and it is known from Prof. Baird' s memorandum,' cited in full later, that some time during 1855 he entered the Medical Department of the army. To whatever branch of the service he may have been assigned under the terms of his enlistment, it is clear enough from his extensive and minutely d&ailed account of this period that he was constantly in the field on bot,h the west and south frontiers of Kansas Territory, engaged exclusively on boundary survey work. Often he was detached from his regular routine as a map draughtsman and given command of exploring parties sent out in search of headwaters, or to examine and map the At the first opportunitv on his return to the Fort Riley headquarters early in the fall he compiled for his mother in great detail a valuminous resume of this exploration. The report reflects an intimate and sound knowledge of all branches of zoology, botany, and ethnology, and besides it constitutes an historical document of great interest and value.
Early in the spring of 1857, after nearly two years spent in the wilderness, Xantus had completed his work on the survey and on March 9 he boarded the Missouri River steamboat Admiral at Fort Leavenworth on the initial leg of his journey to Washington, D. C. By this time his reputation in several fields of activity was well established, and, choosing to continue in the service, he was offered in Washington his choice of joining the topographical staff then operating in Oregon, or of being assigned to one of the survey groups at that time being organized for field duty in both California and on the Mexican boundary line. Electing to join one of the California parties, one of the deciding factars in which choioe being his expressed desire to marry and settle down in that distant and favored region, he proceeded to take what advantage he could of the two weeks remaining before the time set for sailing from New York.
He found time to attend a meeting of the Philadelphia Academy of Natural Sciences in order personally to acknowledge his election to membership, and he was at this time further honored by election to membership in the American Philosophical Society and in several other learned bodies. He was presented to President Buchanan, with whom he was privileged to discuss ' the problems and needs of Hungarian immigrants in America, with the happy result that the President committed himself to certain promises in the matter.
We learn further from his Washington letters that he ww affectionafely a.nd perhaps significantly referred to by his many friends as Uncle John, and it can well be imagined that Uncle John was a congenial and much esteemed personality. two years before from Mexico, 50 were to report at San Diego for the establishment of headquarters for the Mexican Boundary Survey, 71 remained in Los Angeles (then a pueblo of 500 inhabitants) to begin at the Ocean and work inland on township and section lines, while the balance proceeded with a large pack train to the Fort Tejon headquarters, there to establish the draughting and map construction bureau. Xantus states that he was chief of the sketching department of this bureau, with five draughtsmen under him, and it may he that he had charge of the topographical mapping. This is a far cry from the lowly duties of a hospital steward, which tradition has it was his work both in the middle-west and in California, and with which it is entirely impossible to reconcile his own clear statements. However, his official duties, whatever they were, never seemed to interfere in any way with the steadv flow of collections forwarded by him to Washington.
The The total number of boxes of specimens received from him at the two points alone of Fort Tejon and Cape St. Lucas amounts to 120, and his catalogue of objects collected to about 10,000. When it is remembered that in general only birds and mammals were numbered separately, a bale of plants, a box of shells or insects, a jar of fishes, reptiles, crustaceans, etc., each bearing but a single number, the enormous aggregate of specimens gathered may readily be imagined.
To the above memorandum the late Dr. Chas. W. Richmond shortly before his death added the following note:
In the National Museum are eight field registers or catalogues of specimens covering Xantus' activities in Cape St. Lucas and general vicinity from April 20, 1869, to December, 1860, amounting in all to 6,033 entries. There are also four field registers relating to his collections made in western Mexico from January, 1863, to February, 1864, numbering about 3,000 entries.
The registers from Fort Tejon, California, are missing.
In the National Museum Library is a bound volume of letters from Xantus, numbering at least 600 pages, dated from February 1, 185'7 (Fort Riley, Kansas) to June 3, 1864 (New York).
The high value of Xantus many years of gratuitous and constantly faithful service to vertebrate science, which even a mere recital of the above brief memoranda so graphically subscribes to, cannot be overestimated. His prolific pioneering enriched the opportunities of such broadly visioned technicians as Baird, Cassin, Lawrence, and a host of others, for a better organized understanding of the entire biota of regions then but little known.
When it is remembered that his almost unparalleled activity in the field was only incidental to a more or less full routine of other interests, it is obvious that Professor Baird's succinct memorandum can be interpreted as little less than a veritable tribute to an esteemed and respected subordinate. Xantus It is, about seven miles west of Nogales and three miles north of the international boundary, as the crow flies. The elevation is close to 4000 feet. Three canyons, two of which are rather small, empty into a large open wash. At this junction is sit&ted Pena Blanca Spring. The water flow is small but constant and has been led into a tank, twenty by twenty by five feet, which serves as a reservoir for a cattle trough. There is a slight overflow the year around. Thus local animal life that needs it is insured a constant water-supply. A mile or so below the spring, the canyon again %oxes" up. On the United States War Department maps, the name of this spring and canyon is erroneously given as "Pino Blanco."
The Pena Blanca area is characterized chiefly as Upper Sonoran grassland. Only in the favorable localities such as in ravines aad the larger canyons and on the north facing slope are brush (and trees to be found. However, as the country is quite broken, these situations are common enough to make a fair stand of live oak, walnut, and sycamore possible. The latter species is particularly abundant in the neighboring Walker Canyon. The rainy season in this region l&s from early July to late September. At this time the grass grows knee deep where grazing is not too heavy.
Though at first glance the district looks to be Upper Sonoran, the following list of the more indicative birds Seen or collected before July 15 shows some interesting paradoxes: 
